LETTERS 


The History of Positive Feedback 


In his most interesting article on ‘The History of Positive 
Feedback’, Professor Tucker says of the Autodyne ‘that it 
was only used for receiving telegraph signals (which was all 
it was suited for)’. 


A few months ago I dismantled the last of several re- 
generative receivers, designed and built by myself around 
1931, which were all used for broadcast reception. A total 
of five valves was used, the first an autodyne frequency 
changer feeding a steerable i.f. amplifier and with a second 
detector fitted with switchable super-regenerative circuits. 
The receivers were very sensitive and easy to operate and it 
was possible to listen to American broadcasting on most days. 
When ionospheric conditions permitted, the police cars tour- 
ing around the streets of Chicago and New York were a part 
of my regular listening. 
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In Professor Tucker’s paper the word ‘autodyne’ is chiefly 
used to describe a self-oscillating detector which is intended 
for c.w. reception; that is, so that an audio-frequency beat 
note is produced. One sentence, (p. 76, Section 5, 2nd para) 
however, suggests that it applies also to the case of a much 
higher beat frequency. 


I do not myself remember ‘autodyne’ being commonly used 
for a self-oscillating detector. 1 fancy its use was dying at the 
time when | was first getting seriously interested in radio 
(about 1925). What I do remember is that ‘autodyne’ was 
used for a single-valve frequency changer in a superhetero- 
dyne; it was usually called an autodyne frequency changer. 


Mr. Leeston Smith’s receiver employed an arrangement 
which was sometimes adopted to prevent radiation of the 
quench frequency. 
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I am grateful to Mr. Cocking for adding his experiences of 
early superheterodyne receivers to Mr. Leeston Smith’s 
interesting recollections. It seems that the term ‘autodyne’ 
originally used for a self-oscillating c.w. heterodyne device, 


became transferred to a single-valve frequency-changer per- 
forming almost identically the same function. 
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Professor Tucker’s paper throws light both on the technical 
background to the technique of positive feedback and on the 
patent litigation which often follows an invention. In con- 
nection with the latter some observations by Professor 
E. H. Armstrong following the final Supreme Court decision 
add an interesting postscript which may well be new to many 
readers. 


The American magazine Electronics of June 1934 had 
said: 

‘The amount of money that has gone into this fight must 
run to several millions of dollars; so far as the art was con- 
cerned, wasted, gone to attorneys and patent lawyers instead 
of being reinvested in further research to the benefit of the 
art... So far as recognition goes, both de Forest and 
Armstrong are appreciated as inventors of the first rank—the 
only regret is that their energies could not have been spent 
exclusively in invention and not futilely dissipated in 
litigation’. 

Armstrong’s reply in a letter to W. R. Maclaurin (quoted 
in the latter’s book ‘Invention and Innovation in the Radio 
Industry’, Macmillan, New York, 1949) was as follows: 


‘There is one comment that might be made with respect to 
the editorial in Electronics and that is in respect to the 
words “not futilely dissipated in litigation”. The whole pro- 
ceeding may appear on the surface to have been a futile one 
but a man’s destiny sometimes moves in a very strange way. 
Because of the circumstance that a patent attorney on the 
other side made a statement in the regenerative circuit case 
that wasn’t true, and because I had the burden of setting up 
apparatus to prove what the truth was, I accidentally ran into 
the phenomenon of super-regeneration. The sale of that 
invention a year later was to net me more of a return than 
the sale of the regenerative circuit and the superheterodyne 
combined. It was that invention (super-regeneration) which 
furnished, in fact, the resources by which I was able to 
continue my investigation of the problem of static that was 
to lead to the development of frequency modulation. I 
would never have made the super-regenerative invention had 
I not been engaged in the regenerative circuit litigation’. 


Perhaps Armstrong’s experience will provide a ray of 
encouragement to the many other inventors whose expecta- 
tions may seem to have been dashed to pieces in the law 
courts! 
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Letters commenting on published papers or putting forward other matters of 
technical interest are invited by the Editor for consideration for publication. 
Longer letters will normally be regarded as ‘short contributions’ and will be 
dealt with in the same manner as submitted papers with an accelerated 


refereeing process. 
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